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to achieve huge 
employee productivity
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to maximize your employees’ 
contributions and take 
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The moment when each of your employees’ 
individual efforts directly helps your business 
achieve its overarching goals, is the moment your 
business starts humming. 

An environment where employees do their best work — unfettered by lack 
of clarity or unsupportive communication — is a powerful workplace. When 
each tiny piece of work counts, your employees and your company thrive. 

To maximize the potential of your employees’ contributions, you’ll need 
to align each person’s work to your company’s larger vision by using 
cascading goals. In this eBook, we’ll cover the importance of performance 
alignment and cascading goals — plus 4 cascading goal frameworks you 
can consider for your company.
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Performance 
management 
vs. performance 
alignment



Traditionally, businesses have relied on traditional 
performance management processes — like 
annual review cycles — to ensure employees were 
effectively contributing to the business. Once-a-year 
reviews identified both top employees and bottom-
performers and rewarded them with either salary 
increases or course-correction plans, respectively. 

These yearly events are highly stress inducing for everyone involved. 
Employees work feverishly to build reports that reflect a year’s worth 
of work for the 1 or 2 hours managers review their work to justify whether 
the person will receive a raise, promotion, or termination. Leadership 
sweats out several weeks or months to complete stack-ranked analyses, 
or something similar. What is meant to boost productivity across the 
organization became a nerve-wracking timesuck. 

We recognize the goals of traditional performance management are 
valid, though: to recognize top performers and provide support for 
bottom performers. However, traditional performance reviews are failing 
their intended purpose. Today, 58% of executives say performance 
management processes don’t engage workers or drive productivity, and 
it’s estimated that 70% of all international companies are actively moving 
away from traditional performance reviews.
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While giant companies are ripping out antiquated annual reviews, very 
few companies have done away with performance management outright. 
Netflix’s former chief talent officer, Patty McCord did away with annual 
performance reviews and replaced them with honest conversations. 
Accenture replaced their annual reviews for a process that documents 
employee progress over time.

Employees also want regular and consistent feedback. Seventy-two 
percent of employees say their performance would improve with 
“corrective feedback” and 68% of employees who receive accurate 
and consistent feedback say they feel more fulfilled in their jobs. 
According to Zenefits research, 30% of employees would like to receive 
performance and job feedback weekly. In addition, 81% of employees 
agree or strongly agree that regular employee “check-ins” and ongoing 
feedback are effective ways to drive employee engagement and 
productivity.

The point is, the concept of performance management shouldn’t die. We’re 
just at a point in time where employers need a new way to do it. Enter the 
Performance Alignment approach. 
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Performance 
alignment



Performance Alignment is an employee 
performance framework that embodies an 
“agile,” open, transparent approach to employee 
development that aligns directly to the larger 
goals of the company.

In a performance alignment model, you ditch the classic once-a-year 
performance evaluation in favor of more frequent and less formal 
conversations. This provides better checks and balances of individual 
work against broader objectives. It also sets teams up to flex and change 
expectations in response to the business’ needs. 

PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT PERFORMANCE ALIGNMENT

Focuses on annual reviews and stack ranking to drive 

progress

Focuses on frequent touch-ins between managers and 

uses goal-setting and goal-adjusting to drive progress 

Rigid, formal, and hierarchical  
Informal, often verbal, and handled with an “adult-to-

adult” mindset

Key differences between performance management and performance alignment. Source: Zenefits, 2021
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While performance alignment isn’t markedly different from performance 
management in concept, the nuances may be the difference between 
a fear-laden team and a confident, independent team. In this guide, we’ll 
go over the 5 pillars of a successful performance alignment strategy to set 
you up for a positive performance culture:

Performance Alignment:

1. Aligns to your overarching business goals and values

2. Is measurable and adaptable

3. Drives the intended actions

4. Occurs frequently and consistently

5. Treats your people as adults
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In a performance 
alignment model, 
you ditch the classic 
once-a-year performance 
evaluation in favor 
of more frequent and less 
formal conversations. 
This provides better 
checks and balances 
of individual work against 
broader objectives.
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Cascading goal 
frameworks



The first thing you need to do is align each person’s 
work to the larger vision by using cascading goals. 

There are many models of cascading goals that could work for your 
business, and no one-size-fits-all approach. We’ll go over a few versions 
of cascading goals that you could consider (V2MOMs, OKRs, BHAGs, “The 
What’s and The How’s”). The purpose is not to prescribe to you a certain 
way of managing your goals, but more to get your mind thinking about 
ways to construct goal-setting. Feel free to adopt these common cascading 
goals frameworks directly or adjust them to better fit your needs. 
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The purpose is not 
to prescribe to you 
a certain way of managing 
your goals, but more 
to get your mind thinking 
about ways to construct 
goal-setting. 



V2MOMs 

V2MOMs, or Vision, Values, Methods, Obstacles 
and Measurement, is a cascading goal model 
developed by Marc Benioff, Chair, Chief Executive 
Officer and Founder of Salesforce.

This acronym works to frame these business areas: 

Vision: Defines what you want to do or achieve.

Values: Your company’s principles and beliefs that 
help you pursue your vision. 

Methods: The action items and tactical steps needed 
to take to get the job done. 

Obstacles: Anticipated challenges you’ll need 
to overcome to achieve the vision. 

Measures: The ways in which you measure achievement.

The model can be used once by your leadership team and disseminated 
across the business. Or you could require each department, or even each 
individual, to draft their own V2MOMs that snap to the overarching goals. 
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Example of a completed V2MOM

An example of Salesforce’s first completed V2MOM. Source: Salesforce, 1999.

Salesforce.com’s First V2MOM, 4/12/1999

Vision

Rapidly create a world-class Internet company/site for sales Force Automation

Values

1. World-class organization

2. Time to market

3. Functional

4. Usability (Amazon quality)

5. Value-added partnerships

Methods

1. Hire the team

2. Finalize product specification and technical architecture

3. Rapidly develop the product specification to beta and production stages

4. Build partnerships with big e-commerce, content, and hosting companies

5. Build a launch plan

6. Develop exit strategy: IPO/acquisition

Obstacles

1. Developers

2. Product manager/business development person

Measures

1. Prototype is state-of-the-art

2. High-quality functional system

3. Partnerships are online and integrated

4. Salesforce.com is regarded as leader and visionary

5. We are all rich
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OKRs 

OKRs, or Objectives and Key Results are used at 
companies like Google, Linkedin, Twitter, and Zynga. 

To use OKRs, you develop 2-3 “objectives” and 2-3 “key results” that align 
to those objectives in a given window of time, classically 1-3 months. 
Upper management identifies the objectives, while individual teams spell 
out individual key results. Each key result is accompanied by a confidence 
interval, to keep employees motivated. The lower the confidence level, the 
harder it is to achieve the goal. 
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It looks a bit like this: 

Example of a completed OKR

Team: Quality Control Team

Objective: The stated objective developed by management

Time Period: FY22 - Q1

• KR1 - 80 percent confidence

• KR2 - 50 percent confidence

• KR3 - 30 percent confidence

Progress: The progress I’ve made so far…

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4

Month 1

Weekly notes 

on what was 

accomplished 

that drove the 

KR...

Month 2

Month 3

Example of a completed Objectives and Key Results form. Source: Zenefits, 2021
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BHAGs

BHAGs, or Big Hairy Audacious Goals, are 
a cascading goal model coined by Jim Collins and 
Jerry Porras in their book, Built to Last: Successful 
Habits of Visionary Companies. 

BHAGS are long-term goals, we’re talking in the 10 to 25 year timespan, 
guided by your company’s core values and purpose. Just like its name, 
they’re meant to be big and hairy and audacious. We’re talking, Microsoft’s 
“a computer on every desk” kind of big. 

It may seem hard to imagine our world 10-25 years from now, but BHAG 
goals don’t require certainty. They break the known and challenge 
impossibility. The hope is once the vision is disseminated across the 
organization, every tiny effort — which we all know makes up a majority of 
the day — the impossible moves closer to the possible.

Implementing Cascading Goals | 19



“The What’s and The How’s”

The What’s and The How’s is an approach whose 
name pretty much describes how it works. 
The model aims to clarify what you need to get 
done, and how you’re going to do it. 

In a What’s and How’s model, leadership identifies top-level business 
goals. Then each team and person layers on their associated goals. 
These are the “what’s.” Each “what” should come with an attached metric 
to assess goal achievement. After the “what’s” are decided, each group 
then adds “how” they expect to complete the stated goal. The “how’s” 
are geared to reflect some of the softer-skill values of the company that 
help describe how the business is oriented to drive its goals. This could 
be process design, operations, behavior, or values among other things. 
It might also be the reduction of things, like meetings, or redundancies.

Whats:

What are you trying to accomplish?

What are the metrics that validate goal attainment?

Hows:

How is your business designed to achieve goals?

How do you expect your employees to handle themselves 
behaviorally to be in alignment with the goals?
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It can look a bit like this:

Example of a completed “The What’s and The How’s”

The “what”

Business Goal Develop more innovative products

Metric Get on the most innovative companies list

Team Goal Create 3 new products this year

Update 5 new features on our existing product this year

Metric Delivery quota (Yes/No)

Delivery quota (Yes/No)

Individual Goal Lead 2 new features project this month. 

Reduce the number of bugs reported by customers by 20 percent

Metric Delivery quota (Yes/No)

Number of bugs reported per feature release

The how

Values, 

Process, 

Operations, 

Philosophy

We embrace a “fail-better” ethos in  our company culture which means 

new ideas are valued and rewarded even if they fail. 

We evaluate employees  by their originality of ideas. 

We operationally support innovation by hosting an internalhack-a-thon 

each year that encourages new thinking and new teams.

Example of a completed “The What’s and The How’s”. Source: Zenefits, 2021

Implementing Cascading Goals | 21



04

A general note 
on goal setting



One of the biggest goal attainment killers is bad 
goal setting. Yes, there are good ways to write 
out goals, and yes there are bad ways. Good 
goals are SMART. They are Specific, Measurable, 
Achievable, Relevant, and Time-Bound. Good goals 
specify what’s intended to get done, by when. 
They demonstrate the relevance or alignment 
to larger initiatives, and put a time cap on when it’s 
expected to be completed. 

Bad goals lack any one aspect of SMART goals, or they add too much 
specificity, limiting how a goal can be achieved. Let’s look at both cases 
using a hypothetical example.  

Let’s say you are working on your social media goals and want to increase 
your Instagram followers. You write out your goal as follows:

GOAL 1.0: TO INCREASE INSTAGRAM FOLLOWERS. 

It’s not yet “good” because we don’t know how many Instagram followers 
you want to add, or by when. You make it SMART by adding key 
ingredients. 
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GOAL 1.1: TO INCREASE INSTAGRAM FOLLOWERS BY 

1,000 FOLLOWERS BY THE END OF FISCAL YEAR. 

Now your goal is Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-
Bound. SMART! But, to continue the hypothetical example, while you were 
thinking about Instagram you got excited about a new video tactic that you 
think will achieve the results you’re looking for, so you throw that in there too. 

GOAL 1.2: TO INCREASE INSTAGRAM FOLLOWERS BY 1,000 FOLLOWERS 

THROUGH ENGAGING VIDEO CONTENT BY THE END OF FISCAL YEAR. 

Whoops. You’ve overdone it. By specifying the tactic “through engaging 
video content” you’ve made your goal too specific. If video content doesn’t 
do the trick to gain Instagram followers, you miss your goal. But there are 
myriad other ways that could help you achieve your goal: carousel posts, 
giveaways, hashtag strategies, etc. 

A better way to write the same goal would be to drop the “through 
engaging video content,” and just leave it as: “To increase Instagram 
followers by 1,000 followers through engaging video content by the 
end of fiscal year.” That way, you keep “how the goal will happen” out 
of the picture, but it’s still SMART. This provides room for multiple failed 
approaches on the way to success. 

FINAL GOAL: TO INCREASE INSTAGRAM FOLLOWERS BY 1,000 

FOLLOWERS BY THE END OF FISCAL YEAR. 

It’s OK if goals change throughout the year or quarter. It’s actually good. 
Adjusting goals as they reflect the needs of the business and market 
is a good way to keep you working on the right stuff. 
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Good goals specify 
what’s intended to get 
done, by when. They 
demonstrate the 
relevance or alignment 
to larger initiatives, 
and put a time cap 
on when it’s expected 
to be completed. 
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Try it out!
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Choose a framework from above and build out 
cascading goals.  

Are there models that work better for smaller companies vs. larger 
ones? Is there an orientation that makes more sense for your people or 
leadership? Are your goals SMART? Remember there’s not a one-size-fits-
all method. The point is to make sure you have goals that are actionable, 
can be communicated, and cascade for alignment. 
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At Zenefits, we recognize the importance 
of entrepreneurs and employees in small and 
mid-size businesses — they power the American 
economy. Their tenacity, perseverance, and 
dreams represent the backbone of our workforce.

But these businesses face challenges disproportionate to their size and 
resources. And technology providers largely focus on the needs of large 
businesses, creating services out of touch and out of reach for SMBs.

The Zenefits mission is to level the playing field for the other 99.7% — 
the underserved small businesses that fuel our economy. We provide 
innovative and intuitive HR and payroll software and services purpose-built 
for these small and mid-size companies. 

Empower your employees to do their best work with our user- friendly 
tools for goal setting, performance reviews, and one-on-one meetings.

Want more tips for how 
to uplevel your HR?

Check out our book People 

Operations: Automate HR, Design 

a Great Employee Experience, and 

Unleash Your Workforce. You’ll 

learn how to stop spending time 

on paperwork and start focusing 

on the peoplework that matters.

https://www.zenefits.com/
https://www.zenefits.com/hr/performance-management/
https://www.zenefits.com/hr/performance-management/
https://www.zenefits.com/pops-book
https://www.zenefits.com/pops-book
https://www.zenefits.com/pops-book
https://www.zenefits.com/pops-book


zenefits.com

Disclaimer: The materials available in this publication, 
as well as use of, and access to, this publication or 
any of the emails, marketing materials, or derivative 
assets, are for informational purposes only and not 
for the purpose of providing legal advice. You should 
contact your attorney to obtain advice with respect 
to any particular issue or problem.

© 2020, YourPeople, Inc., d/b/a Zenefits. 
All rights reserved.
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